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THE CLAIMS TO SOVEREIGNTY 


The central feature of the political geography of Antarctica has been the 
partition of the continent into pie-shaped sectors. Six nations have proclaimed 
their sovereignty over a sector and others have maintained their right to assert 
a claim at any time. These territorial claims were brought into sharp focus during 
the International Geophysical Year, 1957-58. There was a potential clash between 
the practical needs of the scientists participating in the I.G.Y. and the largely 
theoretical territorial claims. 


Mainly due to the co-operation and friendly international relations engendered 
by the I,G.Y., emotional feelings over territorial claims were dampened and agree- 
ments on non-political activities were reached. Thus a firm base for future dis- 
cussion on Antarctic problems was laid. The recently adopted twelve nation 
Antarctic Treaty (December 2, 1959) which bans all military activity and provides 
a new type of mutual inspection system was a direct outgrowth of the 1.G.Y. 
However, since the treaty only freezes the present status of the political claims 
for its duration, it is perhaps timely to examine the background of this status 


and the bases upon which the claims were originally made. 
POLAR SECTORS 


Argentina, Australia, Chile, France, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom have 
utilized a concept known as the "sector principle" as the geographical basis of 
their Antarctic claims. This principle was first proposed, with reference to the 
Arctic, by the Canadian senator, Pascal Poirier in 1907. 


Poirier's sector claim, incidentally not officially recognized in Canada until 
1925, simply used two meridians of longitude as the east-west limits of a proclam- 
ation of sovereignty. The southern limit was a known and mapped area over which 
sovereignty was established; the northern limit was the pole. Thus, because of the 
convergence of meridians on the pole, the claim formed a pie-shaped sector. In 
Poirier's statement both geographical contiguity and historical inheritance — based 
on British discovery —- were implied. Furthermore the territory claimed lay between 
the maximum latitudinal extent of Canada's eastern and western boundaries. Al- 
though proclamations of sovereignty defined merely by latitude or longitude and 
extending into unknown territory have been made from the earliest periods of ex- 
ploration, (e.g. Treaty of Tordesillas, 1494), this was the first clear statement 
defining a polar sector. 


In Antarctica there are seven territorial sectors and one claim. The latter, 
that of Norway, is not clearly defined as a sector since only the mainland coast 
and adjacent seas were mentioned in the proclamation of sovereignty. However, it is 
unofficially claimed, and is usually shown on maps as a sector, 
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The Australian sector (45° E to 1360 E and 142° EB to 160° E), the French 
sector (136° E to 142° E), the Norwegian claim (20° W to 45° E), the New Zealand 
sector (160° E to 150° W), and the sector claimed by the United Kingdom (80° W to 
20° W) are all mutually recognized. Two other sector claims, those of Argentina 
(74° W to 250 W) and Chile (90° W to 53° W), not only overlap each other but also 
conflict with the U.K. claim, The Chilean claim also overlaps 10° into the re- 
maining territory, the Pacific sector — 80° W to 150° W. — which is unallotted, but 
is unofficially claimed by a number of United States citizens. 


The sector principle as applied to Antarctica has been modified somewhat to 
suit the geographical conditions of that area. Because of the fact that the 
meridians of longitude converge on the pole over a more or less circular land mass, 
it apparently, seemed logical, geographically, to divide it into pie-shaped sectors, 
But, unlike the Arctic,there are no contiguous national territories upon which to 
base the latitudinal width of such sectors. Indeed, the nearest country, Chile, 
is over 700 miles across the Drake Strait. To extend national boundaries across 
the sea for such distances is, of course, geographically, unrealistic. Furthermore, 

the neighbouring land masses taper southwards so that east-west boundaries tend 
to converge poleward, the reverse case to that in the Arctic. Thus the latitudinal 
extent of the Antarctic sectors is not founded upon internationally recognized 
national territory. Most are based on the prior discovery of relatively small 
coastal areas. 


The northern boundary of the Antarctic sectors is at least 60° S. latitude. 
This places the northern limit some hundreds of miles seaward from the mainland 
coast. Although this extension of a territorial claim far out to sea offers a 
clue as to the basis of some of the sector claims at least, i.e. whaling, it can 
hardly be justified in international law. The sea is traditionally an internation~ 
al zone. 


Apart from prior discovery, there seems little geographical basis for the 
present national sectors, especially in regard to the sector principle as originally 
stated, The origins of the national sectors and the claims which gave rise to them 
lie mainly in the history of Antarctic exploration, It is not possible to discuss 
the major expeditions here, However, some factors upon which the territorial 
claims and proclamations of sovereignty were based are outlined in order to clarify 
the present sectors. 


TERRITORIAL CLAIMS 

The U.K. Sector. This sector called the Falkland Islands Dependencies, was 
first constituted Letters Patent of July 21, 1908. Although the sector principle 
was implied in this statement, it was not properly defined until further Letters 
Patent dated March 18, 1917. In this, the Dependencies were deemed to include all 
lands and territories whatsoever bevyeen 20° Wand 50° W. longitude south of 50° S. 
latitude; and all islands and territories between 50° W. and 80° W. 
longitude south of 58° S, latitude. This claim excludes the Falkland Islands, which 
in themselves are a matter of dispute over sovereignty between the U.K. and Argentina. 


All of the islands and territories in this sector are claimed on the basis of 
prior discovery, Such discovery began with Captain Cook who in 1775 discovered and 
claimed South Georgia Island. British discovery and territorial claim continued 
through Smith and Bransfield in 1819-20, Powell in 1820-22, Biscoe in 1831, who dis- 
covered Graham Land, the South Shetlands and the South Orkneys. Bruce enlarged the 
mailand coast through his discovery of Coates Land in 1902-4. 
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The U.K. also bases its claim to the Dependencies upon "effective occupancy." 
Through the administrative offices of the Governor of the Falkland Islands manifest- 
ations of state activity have been carried on continuously since 1908. These have 
been implemented through whaling ordinances, the appointment of magistrates and of 
customs, police, and postal officials. Also, numerous official exploratory and 
research expeditions have been made within the sector from 1926 to the present. 

The fundamental reasons for the Dependencies claim, however, would appear to be 
the control of the passage around the Horn, and the whale fisheries. 


The New Zealand Sector. Calied the"Ross Dependency", this sector was assigned 
to New Zealand by the U.K. through an Order in Council of July 30, 1923. The U.K. 
claim was based on a number of British expeditions to the area, which according to 
the Order in Council was a British settlement within the meaning of the "British 
Settlement Act, 1887." 


The major expeditions of discovery upon which the British claim was based 
included the explorations of Sir John Ross in 1841-42, Borchgrevink (British- 
Scandinavian Expedition) 1898-1900, Scott in 1902-4, and 1910-13, and Shackleton in 
1907-09. The sector claim based on these discoveries and explorations extended 
between 160° E and 50°W. longitude and south of 60° S. latitude. It appears most 
probable that it was put forward in an attempt to control the rich whaling grounds 
of that region. 


The Australian Sector, The claims to the "Australian Antarctic Territory" 
are also based on prior discovery. British title in this regard was agreed upon 
at the Imperial Conference of 1926, The expeditions which gave rise to this claim 
included a number of early voyages which had sighted and claimed various parts of 
the coast, and, more important, Sir Douglas Mawson's expeditions of 1911-14. The 
discoveries of the latter were further extended in 1929-31. Presumably partially 
because of geographical proximity - this sector is in part south of Australia - 
and partially because of Mawson's Australian expeditions, title to this sector was 
transferred to Australia by Order in Council, February 7, 1933. The sector extends 
from 60° S to the pole, and lies between 45° E and 160° E longitude, but excludes 
the French sector, 


The French Sector. Adélie Land forms an enclave within the Australian sector. 
Although for more than a century after the initial discovery by D'Urville in 1840 
no further voyages were made to the continental area eventually claimed, France 
continued to maintain her interest in Antarctica. France also claims several sub- 
Antarctic islands, including Saint Paul, Amsterdam, Kerguelen, and Crozet. A 
decree of November 21, 1924, placed these islands and Adélie Land under the admin- 
istration of the Governor General of Madagascar. The original area of Adélie Land 
was defined as the territory lying between 136° E and 142° — and 66° S and 67° S. 
A second decree of April 1, 1938, enlarged this territory to include all land within 
a pie-shaped sector running to the South Pole. 


Norwegian Claims. The primary Norwegian concern in Antarctica was to secure 
protection of their whaling interests and to search for new whaling grounds. Hx- 
ploration and discovery were considered as secondary interests. Probably to fore- 
stall a possible formal German claim arising fron their 1938-39 Antarctic expedition, 
Norway published her claim in an Order in Council on January 14, 1939. In this they 
declared sovereignty over the mainland coast between 200 W and 45° E and "the land 
lying within this coast and the environing sea", This claim is based on the dis-— 
coveries made during reconnaissance and photographic expeditions carriedout in air- 
craft in 1929-30, 1930-31, and 1936-37. 
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The Pacific Sector, Because of its massive and virtually impenetrable pack-— 
ice, this sector — 80° W to 150° W — has the most inaccessible coast of the 
Antarctic mainland. Only one portion of this sector (10° of Chile's claim) and an 
offshore island, Peter I Island annexed by Norway in 1929, are officially claimed. 


Credit for the discovery of the hinterland of this sector must go to numerous 
United States expeditions, Admiral Byrd's expeditions of 1928-29, 1933-35, and 
1939-41, and Lincoln Ellsworth's expedition of 1935-36 discovered and mapped most 
of the Pacific sector. Despite the personal territorial claims pressed to the 
highest political levels by Byrd and Ellsworth, and others, the U.S. government has 
made no formal claims to sovereignty. On the other hand, the large post-second 
world war military operations mounted by the U.S. mainly in this sector, including 
"Highjump" in 1946, "Windmill" in 1947, "Deepfreeze I" in 1955, and "Deepfreeze II" 
in 1956-57, all carried directives "to extend and consolidate United States 
sovereignty". Because of the I.G.Y. agreements all references to political 
activity were dropped from the directives of "Operation Deepfreeze II" immediately 
before it sailed, Thus, although no formal claims have been made, the U.S. has 
made it clear that it reserves all rights accruing from U.S. explorations and dis-— 
coveries, It has also stated at various times that it does not recognize claims 
made by other nations, 


The Argentinian and Chilean Sectors. Neither Argentina nor Chile claim any 
discoveries in Antarctica. Through its "National Antarctic Committee", Argentina 
has unofficially claimed - mainly through press announcements~—the sector lying 
between 25° Wand 749 W. While the government has made no formal declaration of 
sovereignty, it has stated that it regards the "Argentine Antarctic" as an area 
which has belonged to the republic since its foundation. Conflict with Britain 
over this claim, which lies within the U.K. sector, dates from the deposition of 
a document entitled "Act of Possession" on Deception Island in 1943. 


After a study of Chilean rights in Antarctica in 1939, the government by a 
Presidential Decree of November 6, 1940, declared Chilean sovereignty over the 
sector between 53° W and 90° W, and south of 60° S latitude, The historical, 
political, or geographical bases of this claim are not clear, It does, however, 
conflict with those of both Argentina and the U.K. 


Position of the U.S.S.R. When the Norwegian Government announced its claim 
to Antarctic territories, including Peter I Island, in 1939, the U.S.S.R. sent a 
note to Norway stating that it reserved its opinion as to the national status of 
territories discovered by Russian citizens. The great navigator, Bellinghansen, 
then in the employ of Alexander I had discovered Peter I Island in 1821. 


The position of the U.S.S.R. was further stated in a memorandum released 
through the Tass Agency in June, 1950. This was in response to a U.S. proposal, made 
in 1948, that possible arrangements for a condominium in Antarctica should be dis- 
cussed by those nations having territorial claims or other rights. In its note the 
U.S.S.R. made it clear that no territorial settlement should be made in the 
Antarctic without its participation. The note not only stressed the contention 
that Bellinghansen had first sighted the continent, but also that the U.5S.S.R. 
had a legitimate concern, and rights, in whaling and scientific research. 


The Antarctic Treaty of December 2, 1959, has temporarily shelved these vary- 
ing territorial claims. This is unquestionably a major first step towards a 
peaceful solution of the national rivalries and the possible evolution of Antarct-— 
ica as an international territory sometime in the future, 
~~ W.G. Dean 
Dept. of Geography 
Univ. of Toronto 


Opinions expressed in this article are those of the 
writer and not of the Institute as such, The materia 
may be freely reproduced, with acknowledgment to the 
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POLITICAL CLAIMS ON ANTARCTICA 
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